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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
To understand the originality of Frederick Jackson
Turner it is necessary to explain first what is meant by
this

0

originality. 11

Turner was original but not in the

sense that what he contributed to historiography is without
its origins in the past or is unique unto himself.

Like all

men, historians or not, Turner's originality is entwined with
the civilization of the past and his debts to antiquity are
just as prevalent as those of other men.

It is not these

limitations, however, important they may be, which is of
concern here.

What is of primary interest is the inventive-

ness of this man in respect to his time and place within the
context of the historian and teacher.
The originality of Frederick Jackson Turner can be
recognized against a background consisting of evidence of
his contributions to the two fields, history and teaching.
The stage will be set by a short biographical treatment of
Turner.

This avenue of approach will lead to an elaboration

of Turner's major historical interpretation.

This concept

will be described and two subordinate facets of his thesis
will be examined briefly.

The teaching aspects of Turner's

career will be illuminated by analyzing the inseparable
historian-teacher relationship and, in addition, the quality

2

and lasting effects of his influence will be treated.

It is

not the design here to attempt to criticize or present a
summary of either Turner's Work or that of his supporters or
critics.

CHAPTER II
BIOGRAPHICAL BACKGROUND
It would be profitable, initially, to look into the
background of Professor Turner to view some of the factors
which may possibly give an insight into the unusual qualities of the man.
Frederick Jackson Turner was born on November 14,

1861, at Portage, Wisconsin, in the "backyard" of the West.
It is here, no doubt, where the West was still young, that
Turner was filled with a love of the frontier spirit which
permeates his writing.

His father, a journalist, politician,

and local historian, had his son educated in local schools.
Turner went to the University of Wisconsin and under the
teaching of the historian William Francis Allen learned,
1

•to examine and weigh sources and determine their inferences"

(14:62).

While at Wisconsin Turner wrote an essay that

showed an interest in the frontier.
was "Fur Trade in Wisconsin."

The title of this essay

Graduating in 1884, his next

stop was at John Hopkins University where he took his Ph.D.
with a thesis on "The Character and Influence of the Indian
Trade in Wisconsin."

It is significant that the title of

the thesis indicates an interest in the cause-effect relation of historical events.

It is notable that an instructor

at the University at the time was Herbert B. Adams who was
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inclined to emphasize the continuity of .American institutions
with those of Europe (5:353).

As it will be pointed out

later, Turner did not accept this idea completely.

Turner's

path led back to Wisconsin and he remained at the University
of Wisconsin as a teacher until 1910 when he went to Harvard.
He left this institution in 1924 and shortly thereafter
secured a position at the Huntington Library in California.
He died in 1932.

This simple biography cannot do Justice to

Turner's achievements which were far reaching and of unestimable significance.

It will be necessary to explore

further to develop the originality of Turner as a historian.

CHAPTER III
FREDERICK JACKSON TURNER:

AN ORIGINAL HISTORIAN

The gem of Turner's contributions to historical
scholarship shines with a brilliance that eclipses his other
services.

His gem was his "Frontier Hypothesis" and this

will now be examined.
In 1893 before the American Historical Association
in Chicago, Turner read his essay
Frontier in American History.''

0

The Significance of the

The essay was his explanation

of American development up to the closing of the frontier
in 1893.

Prior to this time, the general trend of historical

thinking and writing lay in treating the history of the
United States in terms of the "germ theory."

That is, the

stalk of American development grew from, and exhibited the
characteristics of, the seed which came from Europe.

Seeds

purchased in Europe and planted in American soil was the
theme used in explaining our American history.

u .•• Histor-

ians were inclined to emphasize the continuity of American
institutions with those of Europe,u writes Professor Merle
Curti (5:353).

Turner recognized this when he said, "Our

early history is the study of European germs developing in
an American environment" (25:3).

Herbert Baxter Adams was

influenced by this theory and another historian, John William
Burgess, founder of the Faculty of Political Science at
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Columbia, even more.
Turner was original not only in breaking away from
the germ theory but also from the customary rendering of
United States history in terms of constitutional and political issues.

His interpretation of American development up

to the closing of the frontier was stated simply in his essay:
Up to our own day American history has been in a
large degree the history of the colonization of the
Great West. The existence of an area of free land,
its continuous recession, and the advance of American
settlement westward, explain American Development.
Behind institutions, behind constitutional forms
and modifications, lie the vital forces that call
these organs into life and shape them to meet changing
conditions. The peculiarity of American institutions
is the fact that they have been compelled to adapt
themselves to the changes of an expanding people--to
the changes involved in crossing a continent, in
winning a wilderness, and in developing at each area
of this progress out of the primitive economic and politcal conditions of the frontier into the complexity
of city life •••• We have in addition to this a recurrence of the process of evolution in each western area
reached in the process of expansion. Thus .American
development has exhibited not merely advance along a
single line, but a return to primitive conditions on a
continually advancing frontier line, and a new development for that area • .American social development has
been continually beginning over again on the frontier.
This perennial rebirth, this fluidity of American life,
this expansion westward with its new opportunities, its
continuous touch with the simplicity of primitive
society, furnish the forces dominating American
character (25:1-3).
This hypothesis which has been referred to by many
historians as the "Turner Thesis" or "Frontier Hypothesis 11
profoundly affected the future of historical writing in the
United States.

7

It is pertinent to indicate here that Turner was not
the only person who ever realized the significance of the
frontier.

Others had recognized the possible implications.

Shera says in reference to this:
Furthermore, as early as 1824 Jefferson achieved
an amazingly close approximation of Turner's wave
theory, and Emerson, Macaulay, and Lord Bryce had all
emphasized the influence of the frontier upon the
course of American history (19:75).
Another writer agrees when he says that:
All of the elements in this American frontier
setup had been observed by travelers, poets, and
novelists before Turner worked the synthesis that
turned the element into a pattern and a formula (16:42).
Benjamin F. Wright, Jr. acknowledges this too, ttAlthough the
editor of

1 The

Nation' expounded his doctrine as early as

1865, the real founder of the 'frontier school' is Professor
Turner ••• " (27:349).

If at first this indicates that there

is a contradiction, it should be recalled as suggested by
Paxon, and Wright, that it was Turner who first scientifically
commanded the attention of historians and others too.
Turner, then, was original in his departure from the
traditional interpretation of United States history and also
novel in his formulation of a hypothesis which was presented
to historians of his generation for consideration.

The con-

sequence of the presentation will be discussed later, but
first the background which led to the development of the
hypothesis will be considered.
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As indicated earlier, Turner was a native of an area
of the West which was not too removed from the frontier days.
The characteristics which he described so aptly were, to a
degree, still reflected in the people and conditions of his
own state, Wisconsin.

The pioneer farmer was certainly

still evident and Turner could not but be acquainted with the
type which he admired throughout his writing.

Later, when

Turner studied under William F. Allen, he was introduced to
specialized writing on Western history (26:182).

It is

reasonable to assume that the environment of a western university, like Wisconsin, affected his views too.

The essay

that Turner wrote on "Fur Trade in Wisconsin" reflected an
early interest in the frontier.

It is possible that the

spark which flamed into his Frontier Hypothesis was fanned
by the contrary concepts of his instructor at John Hopkins
and a developing theory that the frontier was the explanation,
if there was one, to American development.
Turner owed much to a number of individuals who provided techniques for his research and writing.

They gave

the inspiration and direction that eventually led him to his
hypothesis.

He was influenced by Darwin and Spencer accord-

ing to one source (18:46).

He was in debt to the writings

of Francis Parkman, to the researches of Friedrick Ratzel, an
evolutionary zoologist and geographer, to the techniques of

9

Francis A. Walker, a federal statistician and a chief geographer of the United States Geological Survey after 1882,
to Henry Gannett, and to innumerable others (26:186-187).

It

should be stressed, however, that regardless of Turner's
indebtedness to others, it was he who formulated the frontier
thesis which was essentially new.
Turner's methods, naturally, were not completely
original, but in several respects even here he was unique.
He drew on materials from a wide range, a habit that wasn't
then too common.

Literature, art, politics, economics,

sociology, psychology, biology, and physiography were all
valuable to him as source material (5:353).

"He was the

first,n writes Shera, "to draw heavily upon the findings of
other social sciences to support and illuminate historical
investigation, the first to write •social history' as it is
understood today" (19: 5:76).

He didn't investigate with a

preconceived idea as to what he should find.

0

His ceaseless

curiosity gave objectivity; his open-minded-ness forbade
dogmatism,n writes Avery Craven (4:96).
As part of his methodology "he was among the first
to conceive the whole enterprise of history in the functional terms of the new humanistic and pragmatic philosophy
that was emerging from the American social science"

(18:50).

In addition, Turner was the first in America to investigate
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the influences of geography upon history and to see the
association of geographical environment and political
thought (19:75).

By the use of maps, particularly those of

the United States Census, their use in history was "altered
for the better"

(4:102).

It would be appropriate to mention Turner's style and
presentation of material in connection with an analysis of
his Frontier Hypothesis because it begins in the early presentation of the idea in "The Significance of the Frontier."
It is, however, consistent throughout almost all of his
writing.

The popular style of writing for his time was

narrative.

This was the fashion.

was not narrative.

Turner's style, however,

In fact, Becker states:

"If in all his

published work there are five pages of straight narrative I
do not know where to find them.

His writing is all essentially

descriptive, explicative, expository"

(1:313).

The sharp

contrast between Turner's and the usual practice is evident.
Turner's style was fluid and contained a unity which was
consistent.

His essays abound with poetry and epigrammat-

ical statements:
American democracy was born of no theorist's dream,
it was not carried in the Sarah Constant to Virginia,
or in the Mayflower to Plymouth. It came out of the
American forest, and it gained new strength each time
it touched a new frontier (25:293).
The spice of his style can be seen in this example too:

"A
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new section was added to the American nation, a new element
was infused into the combination which we call the United
States, a new flavor was given to the American spirit"
166).

(25:

Besides this flavoring, the writer had the ability to

project images on the printed page:
The Atlantic frontier was compounded of fisherman,
furtrader, miner, cattle-raiser, and farmer. Excepting
the fisherman, each type of industry was on the march
toward the West, impelled by an irresistible attraction.
Each passed in successive waves across the continent.
Stand at Cumberland Gap and watch the procession of
civilization, marching single file--the buffalo following the trail to the salt springs, the Indian, the furtrader and hunter, the cattle-raiser, the pioneer farmer
-- and the frontier has passed by. Stand at South Pass
in the Rockies a century later and see the same procession with wider intervals between (25:12).
A quality which is harder to describe but certainly prevalent in his writing is the feeling of presence; the belief
that the writer is in the immediate vacinity of the reader.
Another of Turner's techniques is the reemphasizing
of points.

He does this continually in his essays.

He

makes generalizations in his essays and brings them to the
reader's attention over and over.

By this method Turner

reinforces his belief in the value of the pioneer spirit
and the frontier which developed that spirit.
for America is the result.
loyalty, or nationalism.

A feeling

It could be called patriotism,
Wright says, ttLike most historians

of his time he believed individualistic American democracy
to be the fine flower of modern civilization"

(27:47).
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An additional characteristic of Turner's presentation
is his lack of concern with mere facts.

He was interested

in dealing with description and comparison of regional and
sectional societies.

The proof of this can easily be sup-

ported by the titles of his essays which indicate sectional
interests.

These for the most part make up the book The

Significance of Sections..!.!:; American History.
In the presentation of his thoughts on American historical development, Turner constantly pointed out areas of
study which he felt needed further investigation.

These are

scattered throughout his essays and a few examples from his
well-known essay "The Significance of the Frontier in American Historyu should serve as an illustration.

"It would

be a work worth the historian's labor to mark these various
frontiers and in detail compare one with another"

(25:10).

nlf one would understand why we are to-day one nation,
rather than a collection of isolated states, he must study
this economic and social consolidation of the country.

In

this progress from savage conditions lie topics for the
evolutionists"

( 25: 15).

nThe effect of these great ranches

on the subsequent agrarian history of the localities in
which they existed should be studied 0

(25:16).

ttA similar

study might be made for the sa 1 t springs of the United States"
(25:17).

nsectional groupings appear in the votes, pro-
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(25:25).

foundly significant for the historian»

Finally,

"The religious aspects of the frontier make a chapter in

(25:36).

our history which needs study 0

These statements

which are certainly valuable evidence to show the broad
curiosity of the man are just from one essay.
this up from all his writing:

0

Randall sums

Although he did not himself

follow them all up, there is hardly a way of exploring and
interpreting the American past employed by later historians
that is not suggested in his writings"

(18:44).

Before leaving the area of style and technique in
material presentation it should be explained why Turner wrote
in the format of the essay.

"Turner could say more, tt notes

Dale, nin one brief essay than most historians did in an
entire volume"

(6:347).

This type of writing does not lend

itself to providing the writer with great monetary rewards
as that of composing a text book might do.

But assuming

that Turner had the same material desires that most men have,
and there is evidence to support this assumption,

(2:3-27)

why did he write essays when narration lends itself to longer
and generally more profitable books7
question:

Becker answers this

" ••• It must be said that narrating events was never

his forte, finding proximate explanation always has been"
(1:296).

There is also a more revealing side of Turner in

that it is possible that he could never have written anything

14
other than short essays, the one t e s t , ~ of t h e ~ ~ '
being the exception.

He was too curious and too involved in

research to devote the time needed to write a textbook.
Billington follows this line of reasoning in his presidential
address before the American Historical Association.

Speaking

on why historians don't write more, he states that Turner
was also constantly searching for the "last scrap of evidence",
always changing the "most trivial phrase" in his writing,
and constantly collecting information for newly prepared
lectures to save himself from the "agonies of writing'' (2:

3-27).
The originality of the Frontier Thesis can be evaluated in terms of its effects.

The consequences of this

new interpretation were extensive and enduring.

Turner's

thesis led to an immediate recognition and response by a considerable number of historians.

Paxon referred to this in-

fluence and also to the leadership of Turner:
It was enough for him, with modesty, to point a way.
And though he never trod it with many pages of exploitation or description the horde of historians that settled into the new chairs of our historical renaissance
followed his lead; or, thinking that they were following
it, sought through the writing of our history to find
the meaning of our civilization (16:35).
Until the 1930 1 s the Frontier Hypothesis was not seriously questioned by the critics.
in terms of the people:

One author explained this
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It was inevitable that such a formula should appeal
to a people who felt instinctively that they had created
more than they had inherited and that they owed little
to the Old World. Another basis for the popularity of
the thesis was the democratic character, for Turner
presented American history as a creative act in which
all had participated, rich and poor (15:63).
It is reasonable to accept this view as part of the popular
acceptance of the Turner interpretation, but it would seem
that the scholarly foundation of the thesis was sound and
the methods acceptable to the scientific historians.

Pre-

sentation of criticism of the thesis, which is considerable,
is not the theme here, but it should be pointed out that the
tremendous amount of time and study devoted to the consideration of Turner's thesis is a tribute to its appealing nature.
It had great effects in this respect.
Louis M. Hacker, one of Turner's severest critics, in
writing in 1933 of Turner's thesis, says, "From that day,
forty years ago, until now it may truly be said that he has
so completely dominated American historical writing that
hardly a single production in all th at time has failed to
show the marks of this influence 0

(

11: 104).

Another er i tic

refers to Turner's influence, "The most brilliant and the most
influential of American historians, Turner colored all of our
thinking about the growth of the American nationtt

(27:42).

Billington says, °Frederick Jackson Turner will live in the
minds of Americans so long as they treasure their heritage,
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for more than any other historian he revitalized the study
of the past that he 1 oved" (2:27).

Stolberg has indicated

that without Turner's solution to the American struggle it
remains a puzzle.

(20:302).

The Frontier Thesis had its

effects on three Pulitzer Prize winners:

Frederick L. Paxon,

V. L. Parrington, and James Truslow Adams

(27:350).

It

should be clear from this selected evidence of the multitude
available, that Frederick Jackson Turner, through his thesis
alone, had a critical and controversial effect on historical
writing.
Before leaving the Frontier Thesis and its manifestations, a glance at two of its side effects would be worthwhile.

Throughout Frederick Jackson Turner's writing he is

concerned with the process of American development.

The stem

of his interpretation was the Frontier Thesis, and as an outgrowth of this, sprouted two other contributions which are
important enough to merit mentioning here to give additional
weight to the argument of originality.

The ideas, them-

selves, show a natural progression from the Frontier concept.
From a study of frontiers to a consideration of
sections was only a natural step for Turner.

"The history

of the settlement of this territory is the history of the
occupation of successive geographical sections, each capable
of constituting the physical basis of a nationn

(24:280).
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Turner felt that sections had particular interests and within those sections with their political forces and economic
resources developed individual characteristics.

This con-

ception is one with which most of us are now familiar.
Turner pointed it out and provided evidence which influenced
readers with its validity.

Sections were generally groups

of states which encompassed the same general physical geography and consisted of people of the same European stock.
Thinking in terms of sections is almost second nature today.
Sometimes these sections are referred to by other names but
if one would take the time and make an effort to define the
term which was being used, it would fit that of Turner's
section.
The other aspect which is included in Turner's sweeping theory and has received considerable criticism is referred to as the safety-valve theory.
Kane states it is:

This viewpoint, as

"That free land greatly simplified eco-

nomic and social problems and 'acted as a safety-valve in
the time of depression and panic'"

(lJ:169).

Turner refer-

red to the passing of this safety-valve as "a new national
development and the consequences need to be considered"
280).

(25:

Here, then, was a situation which needed attention.

With the passing of free land, Turner felt that the safetyvalve was gone and in his essay on nPioneer Ideals" he
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suggested that the university had a duty in adjusting pioneer
ideals to the new requirements of American democracy (25:269-

289).

Turner provided a thread that might possibly be used

to weave a fabric that could replace the frontier.

In the

passing of the frontier from the national scene, Turner
was interested in how this event would effect American life
and also if the characteristics which he felt had developed
in the frontier would continue.
The safety-valve theory has been treated by scholars
in many different ways.

In many cases Turner's work is in-

volved in the web of controversy.
which, according to Kane

Two general conclusions

(13:168) were a result of the safety-

valve theory are: the intensity of the westward migrations
were greatest during periods of panic and depression and
consequently depressions were solved by shipping the unemployed west; secondly, the existence of the frontier as a
territory, prevented the formation of class philosophy in
America.

The suggestive implications in these statements is

obvious and writing dealing with the safety-valve theory has
been considerable.

Isn't it apparent that with the consid-

eration of this line of reasoning that Turner's ideas compelled a healthy and critical studyo f his thesis?
As well as a productive, original historian, Turner
was a teacher.

Both aspects of his life need to be studied.

CHAPTER IV
THE ORIGINALITY OF FREDERICK JACKSON TURNER AS A TEACHER
Even though there may be many teachers who are unique
and original in their profession, the stamp of originality
on any one of them is difficult to ascertain to everyone's
satisfaction.

In many cases it is even open to argument as

to who qualifies simply as adequate.

Turner was an excellent

teacher and in some respects an original one.

Since the

outstanding teachers are generally known to their students,
it may prove fruitful to relate their comments.

They are

always aware of the integration of teacher and scholar and
this must be considered when discussing Turner.

Becker says

that the same qualities that impressed him as a student enabled Turner to make
of American history"

0

an original contribution to the study

(1:295).

When referring to Turner,

most of the writers who knew him as students mention this
teacher-historian connection.
of this:

0

For instance, Shera speaks

Partly because he was an inspiring teacher and

partly because of the importance of his interpretation he
has achieved a wider influence that any other historian of
recent years"

( 19:75).

In the present day, the value of a professor in the
classroom is sometimes ignored for the worth of his scholarship in the material he publishes.

As a result, the

20

quality of the teaching is not always of high standards.
Turner would not fit this mold, for him teaching and writing were a blend.

Regardless of this teacher-historian mix-

ture, it will be advantageous to look at Turner with Just
the teacher in mind.

Since teachers are partly Judged by the

achievements of their students, it will be of value to
evaluate this accomplishment.
The quality of instruction of Frederick Jackson
Turner must be Judged as excellent solely on the basis of
the product.

If the function of a teacher is to develop

successful scholars, Turner merits the highest award.

It is

possible to point to former students of Turner as examples
of his influence.
with gratitude.

They have acknowledged this influence
Students left his classes to become lead-

ing historians, not only in the area which received the primary attention of Turner, but in associated fields as well.
Merle Curti provides an impressive list which is worthy
evidence of accomplishments of Turner as a teacher.

Those

named included: Frederick Merk, Samuel Flagg Bemis, I. J.
Cox, Joseph Schafer, W.B. Robertson, A. P. Whitaker, H.B.
Schmidt, H. C. Taylor, J. L. Coulter, Solon J. Buck, A.O.
Craven, Nils Olsen, Oscar Stein, L. H. Haney, H.B. Meyer,
E. R. Johnson, James B. Hedges, Allyn A. Young, and others

(5:359-364).
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In the classroom Turner's methods were not the ordinary lecture and notetaking experiences that are found practically everywhere.

He did lecture but expected considerable

participation from students.
lates:

As for the lectures, Becker re-

"The lecture itself, if that is the word for it, seemed

never 'prepared' never studiously 'got up' under the lamp.
It seemed rather the spontaneous results of preparations
always going on never finished"
direct effects of these lectures?

(1:271).

What were the

"Turner's first lectures

in History 17 opened up to me a new heaven and a new earth
in the field of American history,. (6:340).

A comment like

this which was not unusual from Turner's students is atestimony to his ability.
Even in the writings of Turner's students it is frequently mentioned that "the work which came from Turner's
own pen is poor measure of his contribution to American
scholarship"

(4:103).

He had the ability to inspire, to

stimulate and infect others with his own curiosity and
enthusiasm.

Another of Turner's students acknowledges this,

"For it was true, as my lawyer friend said, that Turner had
a singular capacity for making you want to do and be something--to do, in short, what he was doing, and to be, if
possible, what he was'' (1:277).

Billington says that Turner

was effective with students to the detriment of his own
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writing and "he was endlessly interested in their problems
and always eager to provide helpful instruction" (2:19).
It may seem redundant to mention Turner's lasting
effect on his students, but in summing up Frederick Jackson
Turner as a teacher, it seems appropriate to quote one of
his most appreciative students.

This possibly gives the

best insight into the personality of Turner.

In discussing

the traits that made Turner an excellent teacher, Carl Becker,
himself a great teacher, says:
These qualities were: a lively and irrepressible
intellectual curiosity; a refreshing freedom from personal preoccupations and didactic motives, a quite unusual ability to look out upon the wide world in a humane
friendly way, in a fresh and strictly independent way,
with a vision unobscured by academic inhibitions (1:295).

CHAPTER V
CONCLUSION
In conclusion it should be emphasized that to fully
understand Turner it would be necessary to know the man
personally and, according to many of his students, his contributions to .American historiography can only be fully
understood in this light.
are apparent, nonetheless.

The implications of his influence
Turner's name and his ideas

appear in a very great number of books on history.

A com-

plete evaluation of all references and comments on his work
would be difficult.

With these thoughts in mind, this sum-

mary is offered.
The originality of Frederick Jackson Turner as a historian and a teacher is not a concept which is difficult to
accept nor is it necessary to subscribe to it.
merit consideration.

It does

The term "originality'' seems to be

an obvious one to use in discussing Turner's work.

It might

be possible, in light of future investigation, to reject
the Frontier Thesis for some other explanation to interpret
.American development.

Turner's ideas, however, will not be

passed over lightly, for he added a new meaning to our
history.

With his departure from the established viewpoint,

by the development of his thesis, through the presentation
of his argument, and in the monumental effects of his work,
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he was original.

It is just as true that his ideas are not

to be found solely within his essays.

His students carried

his lessons from the classroom at Wisconsin and Harvard to
their own areas of teaching and scholarship.
what all teachers strive for?
a teacher to achieve this goal.
nized in this way.?

Isn't this

Turner was original enough as
How many others are recog-
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